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Read-Alouds: Helping Primary Students
Make Connections Between Reading
and Writing
by Justine O’Brien

W

e read books that others have written. We write books for others to read. These two skills are
often viewed as being independent from one another and are taught separately. Why? As
teachers, we try to ease our students into learning. The care and dedication we have for our
students has prohibited our voice of reason for one of the most helpful things we can do: teach reading
and writing together. Reading is the act of decoding print. Writing is the act of encoding print. Naturally, reading and writing go hand-in-hand. As educators, we must display these skills together in our
classrooms and expose our students to the correlating relationship between reading and writing. With the
use of read-alouds, teachers can incorporate strategies into their primary classrooms to help students
make connections between reading and writing.

General Purpose of
Read-Alouds

reading aloud to children ignites the spark that
will continue to burn throughout their lives,
making them lifelong readers.

The most important thing one can do to help a
child succeed in reading is to read aloud to
him/her; reading aloud surpasses worksheets,
memorization, homework, and flash cards (Trelease, 2006). The one and only necessary object is
the book. Reading aloud is easy, inexpensive, and
can be done anywhere at any time. The issue
with reading is not that students do not know
how to read, but that they read very little and
lack confidence in the skill (Trelease, 2006). Jim
Trelease, author of The Read-Aloud Handbook
(2006), phrases it nicely: “The more you read,
the better you get at it; the better you get at it,
the more you like it; and the more you like it, the
more you want to do it” (p. 3). The reasons we
read to children parallel those for why we talk to
children. Both actions reassure, entertain, form
bonds, inform, create curiosity, and inspire.
Reading aloud to a child has further benefits. It
creates a connection for the child between reading and pleasure, develops background knowledge, builds vocabulary, and shows the child a
positive reading role model. The hope is that
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The Classroom as an
Apprenticeship
Lori Mayo, author of Making the Connection:
Reading and Writing Together (2000), informs
other teachers about her expectations for her students: “In my class, they will write like readers
and read like writers” (p. 74). Mayo uses the
word “apprenticeship” to describe a classroom. It
is a place where students discover techniques they
admire in writing and learn how to appropriate
the skills in their own writing. The teacher must
expose her classroom full of apprentices to the relationship between reading and writing so they
can become better readers and better writers. The
very beginning step to understanding this important relationship between reading and writing is
that students must respond to the text as a reader
(Mayo, 2000). The students must identify their
reaction to the text and then figure out how the
author brought about that reaction. By doing so,
the students are increasing their understanding
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that print carries a message and that word choice
can create a deep feeling within the reader. Students, too, have the ability to create strong feelings within their own writing.

Strategies for Making
Connections
Print Referencing

Common Ground Between
Reading and Writing
In an attempt to make learning less difficult for
their students, teachers often teach subjects separately. In doing so, children are not given the opportunity to make connections and build upon
previously learned ideas. Forming a connection
between reading and writing is a crucial step in
one’s education. The cognitive processes for reading match those for writing (Anderson & Briggs,
2011). The brain is constantly searching, monitoring, and self-correcting as one performs each
task. Table 1lists the strategic processes and explains what they mean for both the reader and
the writer.
A powerful tool to continue creating a connection between reading and writing in the classroom is attention to authors’ specific word
choices and the impact these have on the text and
readers. Educators should mention reading when
working on writing and vice versa. The instructional words should be equivalent to one another
(Anderson & Briggs, 2011). When monitoring
for meaning while teaching reading, a teacher
might ask a student if the text makes sense to
him or her. When monitoring for meaning while
writing, a teacher might encourage a student to
reread his/her work and make sure it is just as the
writer wants it to sound. By referencing writing
when reading and reading when writing, teachers
are drawing lines between the two skills. This
forces students to view the work, whether reading
or writing, through both lenses of their literacy
glasses.

Print referencing is a developing literacy technique
that uses verbal and nonverbal cues provided by
an adult to draw a child’s attention to the forms,
features, and functions of written language (Justice & Ezell, 2004). The emergent reader is developing basic knowledge of the makeup of print
that s/he will later build upon with word recognition and reading comprehension. Zucker, Ward,
and Justice, authors of Print Referencing During
Read-Alouds: A Technique for Increasing Emergent
Readers’ Print Knowledge (2009), have categorized
print knowledge into four domains that can be
taught using print referencing. The four broad
domains of print knowledge are as follows: print
as an object of meaning, book organization and
print conventions, alphabet knowledge, and concept of word. The first domain, print as an object
of meaning, states there is a logical reason for the
existence of print. Words within the environment
are represented in illustrations and the function
of reading is to convey a message. The second domain, book organization and print conventions,
entails the order of the book’s pages, the title, the
orientation of the top and bottom of a page,
reading left to right, and the roles of the author
and illustrator in creating the book. This domain
also describes the detail of print and explains that
the symbols used in writing are unique and different from one another. The third domain, alphabet knowledge, expresses the identity of each
of the 26 letters, the reasoning that letters can be
arranged in different ways to form words, and
that each letter comes in an uppercase and lowercase form. The fourth domain, the concept of
words, includes the facts that words are distinct
components of print; words are structured differently from one another; letters make up words;
and meaningful words can be identified. Once a
teacher understands the four domains of print
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knowledge, s/he can successfully incorporate
print referencing into the classroom.
To implement print referencing, the teacher sits
in front of the students with a read-aloud in
hand. S/he then engages students in the readaloud by asking print referencing questions.
When answering the questions, students must
stand up, approach the book, and answer the
question hands-on. Examples of print referencing
questions are as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

Where is the title of the book?
How do I hold the book?
Can somebody find an uppercase letter D
on this page?
What tells me this sentence has ended?
Can you count the words on this page?

Engaging in print referencing with primary students provides the needed support to help them
discover the very basics of written language.

Think-Aloud
“Reading words without understanding the
meaning is just idle babble” (Migyanka, Policastro, & Lui, 2005, p. 172). One strategy to support students in building comprehension,
decoding, vocabulary, and fluency is the thinkaloud. Think-alouds are procedures in which the
teacher models for students what s/he is thinking
while reading the text aloud. Valuable thinkalouds explain what the reader is doing before,
during, and after reading (Block & Israel, 2004).
Think-alouds can be used to strengthen numerous literacy skills, such as scanning the text, looking for specific information, finding the main
idea, using prior knowledge, predicting, recognizing the author’s writing style, defining new vocabulary words, asking questions, making
text-to-self connections, and anticipating future
use of newly gained knowledge (Block & Israel,
2004). Think-alouds have the ability to overlap
with writing as well. Using a read-aloud, the
teacher can discuss where the author chose to
start the sentence, where uppercase and lowercase
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letters are used, the space between words, and
punctuation (Hovland, Gapp, & Theis, 2011).
Think-alouds differ from print referencing in
that the teacher is not asking the students; the
teacher is telling them. The book used for the
think-aloud can then be referenced by the students to help with the conventions of their own
writing. Teachers can support their students in
reading and writing by taking a familiar approach, think-alouds, to successfully instruct and
strengthen both literacy skills.

Interactive Writing
A hands-on, whole-class approach to assist writing is called interactive writing. Neither the
teacher nor the student is the sole writer; the
teacher is not to do anything the children are capable of doing themselves (Button, Johnson, &
Furgerson, 1996). By working together, a creation of text emerges. “Interactive writing provides opportunity for teachers to engage in
instruction precisely at the point of student
need” (Button et al., 1996, p. 447). Beginning
instruction may focus on letter formation,
whereas advanced instruction may shift to punctuation, capitalization, and phonetic structures.
The needed materials are chart paper, a writing
utensil, correction tape, and a pointer. The chart
paper is the surface on which to write; the writing utensil is to write with; the correction tape is
to be placed over mistakes, which are then rewritten on in the correct form; and the pointer is to
bring attention where it is needed. The interactive writing environment must support students
in risk-taking. Students should feel comfortable
participating, making mistakes, and being corrected in front of each other. Support is an important component when creating an interactive
writing environment. Appropriately correcting
and supporting learning when students make
mistakes is crucial to teaching them the formal
conventions of print−the same print that is used
in the books they read.
In the beginning of the school year, the teacher
must teach and model the interactive writing
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process in order for students to experience success
throughout the year. At first, the teacher writes
what the students are not yet capable of writing.
In order to productively finish the writing task,
the teacher seeks out students who will successfully participate. As the school year progresses,
the teacher writes less and less, continuing to be
the mediator for the class, leading the students in
the right direction. Now all of the students are
challenged and encouraged to participate. Together the class creates lists, story maps, letters,
summaries, and journal entries. An important
practice to follow with interactive writing is as
students finish writing, they read aloud to the
class what they have written while tracking under
each word. This provides the students with the
instant “reciprocal nature of reading and writing”
(Button et al., 1996, p. 451).

Mentor Texts
“Mentor texts are pieces of literature that we can
return to again and again as we help our young
writers learn to do what they may not yet be able
to do on their own” (Dorfman & Cappelli, 2007,
p. 2). These texts are used to introduce students
to a world of beautiful ways in which to write.
Children are taught from a young age that it is
looked down upon to copy another’s ideas, but
that is how we learn (Dorfman & Cappelli,
2007). We learn to walk, talk, and play all by
mimicking others. Mentor texts are used as models to show students how to write well. The first
step to using mentor texts in the classroom is to
introduce them as read-alouds. The students
must not only hear the author’s words but also
enjoy listening to the structure of the words. The
author’s writing should bring comfort to the
reader and the listener, putting them at ease.
From there, the students can move from viewing
the book as a reader to viewing it as a writer.
Once that transformation is accomplished, the
students can use the book as a mentor text and
reflect what the author does onto their own
paper. Dorfman and Cappelli (2007) describe
mentor texts well:

The “fingerprints” of the authors’ craft
found in mentor texts often become our
own. Mentor texts are as comfortable as a
worn pair of blue jeans. Their familiarity
allows us to concentrate on writing skills
and strategies−we know the text that well.
They ignite the writer’s imagination and
determination to create high-quality text
that mirrors the mentor text in many
ways. Mentor texts help writers notice
things about an author’s work that is not
like anything they might have done before, and empower them to try something new. (p. 3)
The final product will resemble the original piece
of work. Since the student is comfortable with
the author’s flow of words, s/he can release that
pressure that may be felt and concentrate on creating his or her own ideas and descriptions.
When students write about different topics and
use various formats, they are expanding their literacy perspectives of reading and writing (Matz,
1993).
Choosing a mentor text is similar to choosing a
read-aloud. First, the student must be drawn to
the story, whether it is through the subject matter, the illustrations, the author, or the genre
(Dorfman & Cappelli, 2007). Second, the author’s talent must be discovered. The book may
carry powerful language, repetition, patterns, imagery, rhythm, or rhyme. Third, students need to
find how the book relates to the curriculum or
writing strategy they hope to see in their writing.
Mentor texts should be referenced more than
once; different pages, passages, and chapters display different skills that will be helpful to students at different times throughout the school
year. Classrooms should possess many mentor
texts. The books should be well known, easily accessible, and user friendly to all students. Mentor
texts provide students with resources, topics, confidence, and most importantly, a positive writing
role model.
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The Dos and Don’ts of
Read-Alouds
According to Jim Trelease (2006), there are dos
and don’ts of read-alouds. More times than not,
the teacher reads and the students listen. Listening is a skill; just as with other skills, it must be
taught and practiced in order to be mastered. Before reading, whether the read-aloud is new or
not, the teacher should state the title of the book,
the author, and the illustrator. When possible,
make the author come alive by reading the information on the jacket of the book or by sharing
the author’s personal website. This reminds the
students that books are written by real people.
Teachers and students should find ways to interact with read-alouds. One way to do so is to locate a tasteful, intriguing passage and mark it in
some way. If the story has enhancing illustrations, make them visible while reading (Braxton,
2007). Illustrations do not support the text if
viewed quickly at the end. Illustrations aid primary students in following along and fully comprehending the story. In an effort to keep all the
listeners in tune, restrain from answering questions until the end (Trelease, 2006). Questions
will prolong the book’s length and the teacher
may never get to the end. Teachers want to instill
a love of reading in their students, not hinder it.

Challenges of Finding
Appropriate Read-Alouds
Finding an appropriate, engaging, and successful
read-aloud can be a difficult task. Teachers often
have the mindset that there are so many good options, how do they chose just one? Others have a
narrower view and wonder how do they expand
their exposure to quality literature? Regardless of
the concern, the most important aspect to remember when searching for a read-aloud is that
if the reader does not like the book, s/he will not
read it well (Braxton, 2007). The more one enjoys performing a certain act, the better one does
it. Voice inflections, facial expressions, and hand
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gestures play a large role in storytelling. When
the teacher is not fond of the read-aloud, naturally his or her expressions will lack enthusiasm,
and the children will likely lose interest as well.
In the primary grades, children depend on words
and illustrations to make sense of a story (Braxton, 2007). It can be a challenge finding a readaloud that has both an intriguing storyline and
enhancing illustrations. When searching for a
read-aloud, choose one that is intellectually, socially, and emotionally appropriate for the listener (Trelease, 2006). A teacher must be careful
to not read a book that is above the students’
emotional level. Having enough time within the
school day is a constant struggle; therefore, when
a potential read-aloud is discovered, the book
should be previewed by the teacher and practiced
with vocabulary in mind (Kindle, 2009). Constant stopping for explanation of terms hinders
the overall read-aloud experience and the other
academic purposes of the book. There are challenges to finding a good read-aloud; however, the
benefits of reading aloud outweigh the obstacles.

Implications
Why should we teachers incorporate read-alouds
to help our students make connections between
reading and writing? What are the benefits of exposing our students to this? Print referencing
brings print to our students’ attention. When
looking at a book, many children closely examine
the illustrations, but not the print. Print referencing helps us introduce and teach print to our students. Have you ever read a page in a book just
to realize your eyes moved swiftly along, but your
brain did not? As a result, you had no idea what
you just read. While you were reading, you were
not thinking about the text. Our students do not
know what to think while reading unless we
model for them. Think-alouds provide the perfect opportunity for us to tell our students exactly what we are thinking as we read. Interactive
writing supports our students in daily writing activities. Within minutes of the whole-class interactive lesson, our students have received
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instruction, practiced writing, and produced a
written document. Mentor texts are strong resources to guide our students in writing. A mentor text provides a format for our students to
follow and gives them the responsibility of constructing the detail, which is the fun part!

reading and writing. We care for our students
and take pride in watching them succeed. By utilizing read-alouds in the classroom, we can help
our students create deeper connections between
reading and writing.

We are aware of the many benefits read-alouds
have on students forming connections between
reading and writing. But what are the benefits for
teachers? Print referencing can be done with any
read-aloud and requires very little preparation. As
long as we know the strengths and weaknesses of
our students, as well as appropriate questions to
ask, we are ready to begin. Think-alouds are another time-managing, easy-planning activity that
we can do with our students. We should always
have a well thought out objective for what we are
modeling, such as finding the main idea, making
connections, or identifying characters. We often
struggle with providing the adequate amount of
time to support our students in their individual
writing. When performing interactive writing in
our classrooms, we make time to better support
our students in writing. We introduce our students to mentor texts so that they will become
better writers. Mentor texts aid us in having a
classroom full of rich literacy to offer our students. The four strategies of print referencing,
think-alouds, interactive writing, and mentor
texts will help our students successfully make
connections between reading and writing.

Justine O’Brien is in her fourth year of teaching in
Hampshire, Illinois and is studying for her master’s
degree in literacy education at Judson University in
Elgin, Illinois.

Conclusion
We read books that others have written, and we
write books for others to read. When we read, we
are decoding print; when we write, we are encoding print. Reading and writing share a unique relationship. Through the use of read-alouds, we
can better expose our students to this relationship. Print referencing, think-alouds, interactive
writing, and mentor texts are all activities that
bring read-alouds into the classroom and assist
our students in making connections between
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